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While Dennis Jensen was a student at the Center for Homeland Defense and Security he
crafted a thesis on how community policing could fight crime among a growing Somali
population in St. Paul, Minn.
At that time, the problems centered on gangs and mistrust of the police among that immigrant
community. The Saint Paul Police Department responded to the existing issues by initiating an
intensive outreach program to the new immigrant community from East Africa.
Three years later, a volatile new component has been added to Jensen’s mission as the Twin Cities have become
recruiting grounds for the Somali Islamist group al-Shabaab.
That means another violent element to face, but for Jensen the approach remains the same.
"We have to continue in the same fashion, although there is a greater sense of urgency about what we are doing,"
Jensen said by phone. "We’re up front about what our intentions are. It’s not a secret we’re interested in radicalized
individuals."
Jensen is the former assistant chief of the St. Paul Police Department and now serves as director of Policy and
Development for the Ramsey County (Minn.) Sheriff’s Office. He earned his master’s degree from CHDS in 2006.
The outreach effort he has shepherded received a financial boost in October with a $670,000 grant from the Office
of Justice Programs to continue law enforcement outreach to the Somali/Muslim community. The same outreach
program received a $250,000 state grant in 2005 to target crime and gang activity in the Somali community. The
grant funding received in 2005 and 2009 is the result of the work product of the Saint Paul Police Department’ s
Research, Grants, and Finance Director Amelia Brown. Ms. Brown successfully incorporated the body of work
performed since 2005 by the Saint Paul Police Department resulting in the two grant awards that allowed this
outreach to succeed. The 2009 grant award brings the outreach program to a higher level of involvement with the
Somali/Muslim community.
That allowed law enforcement to build relationships and a foundation that has proved to be fortuitous as the
prospect of terrorist recruiting has emerged.
"When we began the Muslim Community Outreach in early 2005, we did not have any knowledge of the
radicalization process that was probably already under way at the time we initiated the outreach," Jensen said. "The
development and continuous reframing of the outreach goals has been fortunate in that we have reached a level of
community trust that positions us well to respond to the continuing radicalization process."
While the program originated as a mission to persuade Somali immigrants to be more willing to report criminal
activity and fight gang crime, the concern has become more global recently.
The Federal Bureau of Investigation is investigating the disappearance of approximately 20 Somali men from the
Twin Cities area believed to have left for their native country to fight for al-Shabaab as it seeks control of Somalia,
according to various media reports. That has put area law enforcement on heightened alert.
The concern is these men could bring their terrorism training back to the United States to put it into practice here.
"That truly ratchets up the concern," Jensen said. "I think a lot of people around the country don’t realize what the
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ramifications could be."
With the stakes raised, Jensen continues the same grassroots attack he has since 2005 – hitting the pavement and
maintaining friendly contact with the Somali community.
On a recent day, he spent two hours having coffee with a local iman and the security guard, and former gang
member, of a local mosque. That simple act of socializing is a critical part of building trust needed to enlist the aid of
the community.
Jensen has also spent time in the homes of Somali elders, has in turn hosted them for dinners, and has frequented
Muslim religious festivals. It’s not just business; Jensen has made some genuine friendships with some of the elders
of the community.
Practicing this form of policing requires basic people skills and a delicate sense for nuance when building
relationships.
"One screw up can cost you two or three years," Jensen noted.
One challenge is the language finding interpreters who can be trusted by all sides. In the Somali refugee camps,
some of these translators developed a poor reputation among their people because they were able to abuse the
position to their benefit. Jensen said.
Another challenge, he said, is "thinking we know what is best for people." Instead, law enforcement needs to listen
to the community and solicit from them what they think is important.
A case in point is recent meetings on missing Somali men. The issue gets highly politicized and various players,
some of whom are genuine and some of whom are calculating, have to be accommodated as the authorities never
can be certain of who will emerge as a community leader or someone who may be a valuable information source.
One way to address that is by forming bonds with reputable groups; in this case, the Muslim American Society in the
area has been a vital partner.
"Establishing partnerships with organizations that are recognized as having the community interest at heart will
increase the level of trust, and usually reduce the investment of time necessary to gain the trust of the broader
Somali/Muslim community," Jensen said.
The role has its pitfalls: A leader of the Society who had worked with law enforcement turned up dead from a one-car
accident in the desert while on the faith’s annual pilgrimage to Mecca, something Jensen views with suspicion.
In the most recent grant, monies were earmarked by the St. Paul Police Department to hire a youth worker, a
Somali speaking advocate and a community service worker who speaks the language, and to increase intervention
activities through the Police Activities League and the YMCA.
The result is a sort of carrot and stick approach. While bolstering programs to intervene in young people’s lives to
prevent gang affiliation and radicalization, the money will also be spent on developing databases to track at-risk
youth who may warrant follow-up contact and investigation by law enforcement.
Moreover, those prevention components will be followed by a zero-tolerance crackdown on "hot spots" of criminal
activity with a highly visible police presence.
The hope is police will be able to determine and combat the sources of gang activity and religious radicalization. The
young "true believers," Jensen noted, are not the kind who join gangs. But, they do pose concern for their elders in
the community.
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"They’re more worried about their sons going overseas and getting killed. We don’t want them to go get training and
come back. So, we have the same endgame," Jensen said.
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